Electron-photon Interaction and Thermal Disequilibrium Irreversibility by Lucia, Umberto
Politecnico di Torino
Porto Institutional Repository
[Article] Electron-photon Interaction and Thermal Disequilibrium Irreversibility
Original Citation:
Lucia, U (2017). Electron-photon Interaction and Thermal Disequilibrium Irreversibility. In:
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF QUANTUM FOUNDATIONS, vol. 3, pp. 24-30. - ISSN 2375-4729
Availability:
This version is available at : http://porto.polito.it/2668124/ since: March 2017
Publisher:
History of Natural Sciences-Chinese Academy of Sciences
Terms of use:
This article is made available under terms and conditions applicable to Open Access Policy Article
("Attribuzione 3.0 Italia") , as described at http://porto.polito.it/terms_and_conditions.html
Porto, the institutional repository of the Politecnico di Torino, is provided by the University Library
and the IT-Services. The aim is to enable open access to all the world. Please share with us how
this access benefits you. Your story matters.
(Article begins on next page)
International Journal of Quantum Foundations 3 (2017) 24 － 30 24
Original Paper
Electron-photon Interaction and Thermal Disequilibrium
Irreversibility
Umberto Lucia
Dipartimento Energia "Galileo Ferraris", Politecnico di Torino, Corso Duca degli Abruzzi 24, 10129
Torino, Italy
E-Mail: umberto.lucia@polito.it
Received: 13 January 2017 / Accepted: 22 March 2017 / Published: 29 March 2017
Abstract: Atoms continuously interact with the photons of the electromagnetic fields in
their environment. This electromagnetic interaction is the consequence of the thermal non-
equilibrium. It introduces an element of randomness to atomic and molecular motion,
which brings to the decreasing of path probability required for microscopic reversibility of
evolution. In any atomic electron-photon interaction an energy footprint is given to the
atom, and the emitted photon looses energy. The emission of radiation isn’t time reversible
and this causes the irreversibility in macroscopic systems.
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Macroscopic world is irreversible. This is our every day experience. A proof is clear: nobody
can go backwards in time.
On the contrary, all the fundamental laws of physics are symmetric with respect to the inversion
of the time arrow [1]. The first scientist to develop a convincing explanation of this paradox has been
Ludwig Boltzmann, known for two basic contributions to physics: the physical and mathematical
interpretation of the concept of entropy as a measure of what today we popularly name disorder of
atoms, and the equation known as the Boltzmann equation [1]. This equation describes the statistical
properties of a gas made up of molecules: it represents the first approach to govern the time evolution
of a probability [1-3].
Boltzmann's approach to entropy behaviour involves his definition of statistical entropy that
doesn’t consider any molecular correlations [4-6], then introduced by Paul and Tatjana Pavlovna
Ehrenfest as molecular chaos [4-7]. The time evolution of a closed system, in initial highly ordered
state, generate a loss of the initial macroscopic as microscopic free energy in the form of molecular
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correlations [5]. The mathematical-physical formulation is the increase of the Boltzmann entropy. But,
microscopic laws are described by deterministic and reversible differential equations based on the
Newton's classical dynamics or the quantum mechanical equations of motion with the consequence of
resulting time reversible for conservative systems describable by a real Hamiltonian [4,5,8,9]. Gibbs
included molecular correlations between particles in his approach to statistical thermodynamics,
obtaining that the Gibbs entropy conserves the path probability stored in molecular correlations [10].
A fundamental problem in the present statistical mechanics is how indeterministic macroscopic
irreversibility can result from deterministic and reversible microscopic motions [1-5, 11-18]. In this
paper we want to show how the origin of irreversibility can be explained in the continuous
electromagnetic interaction between atoms and environment due to the thermal disequilibrium.
To do so, we consider a Hydrogen-like atom in interaction with electromagnetic wave. The
electromagnetic wave is no more than a flow of photons. They incomes into the atoms and outcomes
from them. At atomic level, the photons can be absorbed by the atomic or molecule electrons, and an
electronic energy transition occurs between energy levels of two atomic stationary states. Then, the
photons can be also emitted by the excited electrons when they jump down into the energy level of the
original stationary state. Apparently, there are no changes in the energy of the atom, but only in the
electronic transition. But, on the contrary, there exists a change in the kinetic energy of the center of
mass of the atom, but its amount is negligible in relation to the energy change in electronic transition
and its time of occurrence (10-13 s) is greater than the time of electronic transition (10-15 s). But, its
contribution to the energy balance becomes relevant when we consider a great number of interaction as
it happens in macroscopic systems [16].
Indeed, any atomic stationary state is completely identify by its energy level, expressed by the
principal quantum [22-29] number n. Any electronic transition, between two energy levels identified
by f for final state and i for initial state, occurs following the quantum selection rule n = nf – ni =  1.
We develop our analysis by considering a Hydrogen-like atom, of atomic number Z, in interaction with
an external electromagnetic wave. For such atom, following the approach used in spectroscopy [26-29],
the external orbital electron can be identified by the following quantities:
1. The apparent atomic radius [22-29]:
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where 0 is the electric permittivity,  is the Dirac constant, me is the mass of the electron, e is
the elementary charge, n = 1, 2, 3, ..., is the principal quantum number, always integer;
2. The energy of the atomic level [22-29]:
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3. the Sommerfeld-Wilson rule [22-29]:
nrpdrp nene  (3)
where pe = meve is the electronic momentum, with ve its mean velocity inside the orbital, pe rn is the
angular momentum of the electron, being rn defined by the relation (1). Without lacking of generality,
we chose the geometric reference system in the center of mass of the nucleus, such that the atom is at
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rest with null momentum patm at initial state, before the electromagnetic interaction. Its Schrödinger's
equation, which is [22-29]:
     eNtoteNNe
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where mN is the mass of the nucleus, me is the mass of the electron, rN is the nucleus coordinate, re is
the electron coordinate,  NeV rr  is the electrostatic potential, Etot is the total energy and  eN rr , is
the wave function. Now, following the usual quantum mechanical approach [22-29] we introduce the
quantities useful for the analysis of the two bodies problem:
1. The relative coordinates eN rrr  ,
2. The coordinates of the center of mass    eNeeNN mmmm  /rrR ,
3. The total mass eN mmM  ,
4. The reduced mass   111   eN mm ,
5. The momentum of the center of mass RRP   iM ,
6. The momentum of the reduced mass particle rrp   i ,
7. The wave function      RrRr  , ,
8. the energy ECM = P2/2M of the free particle center of mass,
9. the energy Eof the bound particle of reduced mass, such that EEE CMtot  ,
10. The electrostatic potential   rZeV /2r ,
so, the equation (4) becomes [22-29]:
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Now, we introduce, in order to separate the equation (5) in the following two equations:
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Now, we introduce the interaction with an external electromagnetic wave. The electromagnetic
radiation is no more than a flux of photons, characterized by [22,29]:
1. An energy E evaluated as:
 hE  (7)
where h is the Planck's constant (6.62607  10-34 J s), and  is the frequency of the
electromagnetic wave;
2. A momentum p evaluated as:
c
hp   (8)
Now, considering an atom of principal quantum number n, and we define our control volume as the
sphere of radius equal to n + 1 with center in the center of mass of the atom. So, the interaction
between the electromagnetic radiation and the Hydrogen-like atom can be studied as the interaction
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between the flux of photons with an open system (the atom of principal quantum number n), through
the border of the control volume defined by the sphere of radius:
 22
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(9)
with center in the center of the atomic nucleus. The atomic electron absorbs the incoming photon when
its frequency  is the resonant frequency, required by the transition between the initial Ei and final Ef
energy levels [22-29], corresponding to the quantized energy:
h
EE if  (10)
where h is the Planck's constant. Emission of the this photon results in the reverse process. Considering
the absorption process, at initial state we chose the geometric reference system in the center of mass of
the nucleus, so the atom is at rest with null momentum patm. The momentum of the incoming photon is
huc/c, where uc is the versor of propagation of the electromagnetic wave, and c is the velocity of light
in vacuum. When an electron absorbs the incoming photon, the atomic momentum becomes [22-29]:
catm c
h up  (11)
As a consequence of the absorption of the incoming photon, the electron undergoes an energy levels
transition, from the stationary state of energy Ei to the stationary state Ef, and the final energy of the
atom can be evaluated by using the energy balance analysis and it results:
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where p2atm/2M is the kinetic energy gained by the atom, and M is the mass of the atom. Consequently,
we can obtain [22]:  
221 cM
h
EEh if  

(13)
In the same way, but for the emission of a photon, we can obtain [22]: 
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As a consequence of the absorption of the photon, the laws of conservation of momentum and energy
due to the absorption of the photon, hold to:
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where pN is the momentum of the nucleus and pe is the momentum of the electron,   111   Ne mm
and Ne mmM  . Consequently, the Schrödinger's equation becomes [22-29]:
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When the photon is emitted, following the same approach, we can obtain:
   
     rrr
RR
r
R


EV
EM CM



 

2
2
2
2
2
''2


(17)
with the wave function given as      '', RrRr   . The wave function for the electron in a whole
adsorption-emission process doesn’t change, while the center of mass (approximately the atomic
nucleus) wave function changes as follows:
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Now, we can evaluate the energy footprint of the process as:
       hM
mHEhE eCMftp  ',, RrRr (19)
where H is the Hamiltonian of the interaction. As a consequence of this energy footprint in the
electron-photon interaction due to the continuous thermal disequilibrium in the Universe, which is no
more than an energy lost in any process, it occur a symmetry breaking in the energy level electronic
transition. Our results agree with the results obtained by Doyle: the electromagnetic interaction adds an
element of randomness to atomic and molecular motions, erasing classical path probability [4,5], and
photon emission and absorption destroy nonlocal molecular correlations, justifying Boltzmann's
assumption of molecular chaos [4,5].
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